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Emil Hewage had no
idea when he started
building an environ-
mentally friendly
racer with his varsity
eco-racing society

that it was the start of his
journey as an entrepreneur.
“I train our team to develop

a project just as youwould in a
company, which is great but
stressful,” said Hewage, 25,
studying at Cambridge for a
PhD in computational neuro-
science andmachine learning.
In 2007, the society’s first

projectwasvaluedat£50,000,
based on backing from the
university, materials used and
sponsorship. Today, its pro-
jects are valued at £900,000.
Allmoniesarepumpedintothe
society’s ventures.
“University provides the

perfect environment to chase
your ideas because you are a
masterofyourowntime,” said

Hewage, whose society is
sponsored by Jaguar Land
Rover and other car makers.
Last year his team, captained
by Aleksi Tukiainen, won an
award for being the most
enterprising student society.
The prize, awarded by the
RBS-backed Enterprising
Student Society Accreditation
(ESSA) scheme, was £10,000.
“Winning gave us amassive

confidence boost,” said Hew-
age. Proof of his entrepre-
neurialflairhasinspiredhimto
try to turn a profit for himself.
HeisputtinghisPhDonhold

to start Autonomous Electric
Cars in Cambridge. With his
fellow students, he will focus
on building a company from
scratch. “Seeing a society as a
business completely altered
ourway of thinking,” he said.
Higher education continues

to breed entrepreneurs with
the time and resources to test

ideas. Both independently and
within societies, university
students can balance studying
with starting a business.
Thanks to the schemes and
supportavailable, itneedn’tbe
costly. Universities and other
organisations are on hand to
dish outmentoring and cash.
“University is a fantastic

place to start a business,” said
Hushpreet Dhaliwal, chief
executiveof theNationalAsso-
ciation of College &University
Entrepreneurs. “There’s usu-
allygreatsupportonofferfrom
theinstitutionitself,whichcan
be anything from office space
to start-up finance.
“Students have access to

ready-made markets in the
other students on campus, as
well as the chance to meet up
with like-mindedpeople in an
enterprise society.”
Dhaliwal, 26, added: “Since

we started five years ago
there’s been a huge growth in
people interested in enterprise
and entrepreneurship, with
our network expanding from
12 tomore than 200 societies.”
James King is head of the

RBSESSAawards,handingout
£61,000 in prize money each
year to entrepreneurial stu-
dent societies. “Weshowthem
that their society is a mini-
business,” said King.

Societies can apply for
accreditation via the ESSA
website (theessa.com). More
than 450 have registered. Last
year, 89,000 students took
part and 30,000 more are
involved this time.“We’reable
to explain how the skills
they’re developing at univer-
sity can help them in busi-
ness,” said King.
Studentsnot inasocietycan

still get funding direct from a
university. When Richard
Hurtley founded Rampant
Sporting, a clothing retailer,
while studying history of poli-
tics at Exeter University in
2007, Exeter gave him £1,000
to fund early research.
“I had time between lec-

tures, a network of students
and a library of materials that
made it simple to manage a
business,” saidHurtley. “I had
the market on my doorstep.”
His Watford-based company
now has eight staff.
As well as applying for uni-

versity grants to help get an
idea off the ground, there are
charities to call on. For
example, Young Enterprise,
promoting business in educa-
tion, runs the Start-Up pro-
grammefor studentsunder25.
This year, the scheme has

1,700 students from27univer-
sities taking part in work-

shops, networking events and
lectures that could inspire
them to consider going into
business after university.
Students apply for awards,

and the most successful are
eligible for the Brilliant Young
Entrepreneurs prize run by
car-maker Hyundai. Entre-
preneurs from 17 countries
compete for cash prizes.
Last year, students at Liver-

pool John Moores University
won€15,000(£12,000)forThe
Teabox Company, an online
retailer of loose leaf tea.
The students used the funds

to set up a shop near campus
and help them supply a range
of brews to bars and restau-
rants internationally. Teabox
has sevenstaff andmakes sales
of £2,000-£4,000month.
“The competition has had a

huge impact on my career,”
said Philip Perera, Teabox’s
co-founder. The 24-year-old
studied business and public
relations before deciding to
become an entrepreneur. The
companystartedeightmonths
ago and via the competition
won a contract to supply
Hyundai’s car dealerships in
northwest England with their
tea. “I’ve always liked the idea
of starting my own business
and now I’m 100% sure it’s
what I want,” he said.

There is noneed to graduate before
becoming an entrepreneur, writes
HattieWilliams. You can find
finance andmarkets on campus

Your starter for ten: can
you run a college start-up?

Rapid growth: Cambridge
University’s eco-racing team

with captain Aleksi Tukiainen in
front of their solar-powered car

TOM STOCKILL

Hunt for a maternity
dress led to the birth
of my online baby
THE PLIGHT of her pregnant
sister inspired Tiffany London
to enter the fashionworld
11 years ago. Her siblingwas
struggling to find a stylish
maternity dress, so London
offered to look online.
“I couldn’t find anything,”

she said. “Then I thought
other pregnant womenmust
want to look fabulous. That
wasmy light bulbmoment.”
With £1,000 from her

credit cards, London started
Tiffany Rose, amaternity
fashion label, from her living
room in StreathamHill,
southwest London. Today
she runs the business from a
studio in Chessington, Surrey,
and employs 18 staff to help
with 33,000 annual worldwide
orders. Last year sales were
£3.1m and are expected to top
£3.5m for 2014.
Last year Tiffany Rose

won a Queen’s Award for
enterprise. The label’s
celebrity clientele includes
Emma Bunton, Holly
Willoughby and Princess
Madeleine of Sweden.
London said: “We’ve just

scratched the surface.We
want to keepworking,
expanding our range and
keeping customers happy.”
She grew up in Bath, the

second eldest of four
children, andwent to school
there, particularly enjoying
art, English andmusic. Her
father ran one of the city’s
first health clubs.With her
mother, who ran a guest
house that was also the family
home, London got her first
taste of business. She also did
a year’s college course
learning the skills needed
to be a personal assistant.
“Wanting to runmy own

business didn’t hit me until
later in life,” she said. “I had
to go through a journey
before I realised that.”
That journey took her first

to Paris where sheworked as
a nanny and in bars while
learning French. Back in
England, she became an
assistant to interior designer
Nina Campbell, igniting a
love of design and fabrics.
In 2001 she took a

marketing jobwith PCB
Lawyers in London, working
four days aweek and leaving
her in search of a project to
fill the spare day. That arrived
with her sister’s struggle to
find smartmaternity clothes.
Despite having no formal

fashion qualifications or

financial backing, London
was convinced she had a gem
of an idea. She sourced stock
fromAmerica and Canada,
buying 60 dresses on credit
cards, and started awebsite.
“I realised that tomake

this successful with nomoney
I would need awebsite to
reach customers,” she said.
“Therewas demand but it
was very slow to start with.”
Sales rose steadily and by

the end of 2003 London knew
shewould have to leave her
marketing job. “I realised I
wasn’t able to offer a good
enough service tomy
customers because I wasn’t
there in the day to answer the
phone or emails. In some
ways that was the biggest
leap of faith I’vemade but I
was at the point where I had
to jump inwith both feet.”
London ran the business

single-handed from home,
with husband Christian
helping in the evenings. They
had two young children and
so had to findways to
combine family and business;
a pushchair came in handy
for taking orders to the Post
Office. Tiffany Rose turned
over £60,000 in its first year.
Tomeet demand, London

had to find new suppliers, so
she reached out to freelance
designers in Britain as well as
manufacturers. “It was really

important forme that we
kept it within the UK,” she
said. “The challengewas
finding amanufacturer that
would do such a small order
but take us seriously.”
Staying British hasn’t been

easy. “We’ve had towork
hard to encourage our
manufacturers to growwith
us,” London said. “Many
were burnt by high street
retailers who promised long-
term contracts and thenwent
offshore because it wasmore
cost-effective. It took a long
time for them to believewe
are not going anywhere.”
About 65% of sales are now

overseas, and London is keen
to keep growing in Europe,
America and Australia.
Tiffany Rose is not looking

for outside investment,
despite offers. “Christian and
I own the business together,
100%. He’s now our finance
director,” she said. “We like
to do things ourway.”
London, 42, lives in New

Malden, Surrey, with her
husband and their children.
Her advice to start-ups is

to follow gut instinct. “Never
underestimate how powerful
that is. Nomatter what facts
are presented to you, give
yourself time to listen to your
instincts and follow them.”

Emma Broomfield

Tiffany London wants to keep on buying British, but it isn’t easy

Tiffany London
Founder of Tiffany Rose


